**Core tip:** Endoscopic submucosal tunnel dissection (ESTD) is a modified technique based on endoscopic submucosal dissection. In this paper, we found ESTD is feasible and relatively safe for treating esophageal squamous cell carcinoma (ESCC) and precancerous lesions. The en bloc rate was high, while the adverse event rate was relatively low. When treating large mucosal lesions, ESTD has a high rate of esophageal stricture and positive margin, which requires further treatment. Furthermore, we found that the pathology of preoperative biopsies had to be upgraded after ESTD, which suggests that the accuracy of biopsy to diagnose ESCC should be reconsidered.

INTRODUCTION
============

Endoscopic submucosal dissection (ESD) is becoming the standard treatment for early gastrointestinal cancers, as it has a higher en bloc resection rate and a lower recurrence rate than endoscopic mucosal resection (EMR)\[[@B1],[@B2]\] and it can be used to resect lesions with a diameter greater than 2 cm\[[@B3]\]. However, esophageal ESD faces many difficulties because of the narrow esophageal lumen and thin walls\[[@B4]-[@B6]\]. When using conventional ESD treatment for large mucosal lesions, and especially for lesions with a circumference that exceeds three fourths of the esophageal lumen, multiple submucosal injections are required, which could prolong the procedure time and thereby increase the risk of complications\[[@B5]\]. Even worse, with the resected mucosa blocked in the lumen, the endoscopic view becomes unclear and may increase the difficulty of complete resection\[[@B6]\]. To overcome these difficulties, some modified ESD techniques have been introduced, such as the line traction method\[[@B6]\], the clip traction method\[[@B7]\], and the thread-traction method\[[@B8]\]; however, none of these methods was suitable for extensive application.

In 2009, Linghu et al\[[@B9]\] used a "submucosal tunnel" to resect successfully a circumferential esophageal mucosal lesion, which was subsequently termed an endoscopic submucosal tunnel dissection (ESTD)\[[@B5]\]. Compared with conventional ESD, ESTD has many technical advantages, as it resects the mucosal lesions by creating a submucosal tunnel between the mucosal layer and muscular layer, after which therapeutic endoscopy can enter the tunnel and acquire a clear operative view. Moreover, the CO~2~ injected in the operation can help the blunt dissection of the mucosal layer, thereby reducing the number of submucosal injections, shortening the procedure time, increasing the resection speed, and reducing the injury of the muscular layer\[[@B10]-[@B12]\]. This approach can also incise the submucosa more completely, thereby reducing the risk of tumor metastasis and recurrence, as shown in our previous study\[[@B13]\]. However, there are no studies that have verified the feasibility of ESTD in superficial esophageal squamous cell carcinoma (ESCC) and precancerous lesions in a large sample. The aim of this study was to assess the efficacy and safety of ESTD in treating superficial ESCC and precancerous lesions in a relatively large sample.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
=====================

Patients and endoscopic characteristics
---------------------------------------

A prospectively collected endoscopic therapy database was analyzed retrospectively. All of the patients with superficial ESCC and precancerous lesions who underwent ESTD in the Digestive Endoscopy Center of West China Hospital from March 1, 2013 to May 1, 2017 were enrolled. A total of 355 patients with superficial esophageal cancer underwent endoscopic treatment. We excluded patients with esophageal adenocarcinoma, EMR/ESD procedure, and incomplete clinical data. Finally, 289 patients with 311 lesions were analyzed (Figure [1](#F1){ref-type="fig"}). All of the lesions were confirmed by pathological evaluation from biopsy specimens according to the Japanese classification of ESCC\[[@B14]\] before ESTD procedure. The clinical records and ESTD records were collected, and demographic and endoscopic characteristics were retrospectively reviewed. The endoscopic type of lesion was assessed according to the Paris endoscopic classification\[[@B15]\]. This study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the West China Hospital of Sichuan University.

![Flowchart of the enrollment process. ESCC: Esophageal squamous cell carcinoma; ESTD: Endoscopic submucosal tunnel dissection; EMR: Endoscopic mucosal resection; ESD: Endoscopic submucosal dissection](WJG-24-2878-g001){#F1}

ESTD procedure
--------------

Before ESTD, all of the lesions were evaluated by endoscopy, enhanced ultrasound (EUS), and computed tomography (CT) of chest and abdomen. Prophylactic antibiotics were used in patients with large mucosal lesions (circumference ≥ 3/4) at half an hour before ESTD. ESTDs were performed by one endoscopist with an experience of more than 200 cases of ESD procedure. ESTD procedure included six steps, as shown in Figure [2](#F2){ref-type="fig"}. When the lesion was detected by white light endoscopy, it was carefully observed under narrow band imaging (NBI) and iodine staining. Next, the margins were marked by a dual knife (KD-650Q, Olympus, Tokyo, Japan). A liquid mixture of 1:10000 adrenaline saline, sodium hyaluronate, glycerin fructose, and indigo carmine was used in submucosal injection. Both anal-side and oral-side incisions were made after submucosal injection, after which the submucosal tunnel was established from the oral side to the anal side and stopped at the anal-side incision. Thereafter, the remaining lateral margin incisions were made; thus, the lesion was completely resected. Finally, wound hemostasis was carefully performed by hemostatic forceps (FD-410LR, Olympus) or argon plasma coagulator (ERBE Corporation).

![Endoscopic submucosal tunnel dissection procedures. A: Lesion was detected under white light endoscopy; B: Lesion was observed under narrow band imaging (NBI); C: Lesion was observed under iodine staining; D: The margin of the lesion was marked; E: Anal-side and oral-side incisions after submucosal injection; F: Creating the submucosal tunnel and resecting the lesion; G: The artificial wound after endoscopic submucosal tunnel dissection; H: The *in vitro* specimen encircled in the body of a syringe after iodine staining.](WJG-24-2878-g002){#F2}

Postoperative strategies and follow-up
--------------------------------------

Patients were allowed to feed orally from the third day after ESTD, while treatment with proton pump inhibitors, hemostatics, and nutritional supports was initiated. The vital signs were monitored, and gas-related complications were closely detected, including subcutaneous emphysema, mediastinal emphysema, and pneumoperitoneum. All patients were asked to join in the follow-up plan, and surveillance endoscopy with iodine staining was performed at 1, 3, 6, 12, 24, and 36 mo after ESTD. Biopsies for suspicious lesions were also recommended. The patients with non-curative resection underwent either additional treatment (re-ESD, radiotherapy, surgery) or close surveillance.

Outcome measures
----------------

The primary outcomes included en bloc resection rate, complete resection rate, and curative resection rate as well as the data acquired from ESTD procedure, such as procedure time, dissection speed, and the specimen area. The secondary outcomes were the rates of adverse events, including intraoperative and postoperative bleeding, perforation, muscular injury, postoperative infection, esophageal stricture, positive margin, and local tumor reoccurrence. The symptom score of esophageal stricture was assessed according to Stooler's dysphagia score\[[@B16]\].

Definitions
-----------

Procedure time was defined as the time from lesion marking to the termination of therapeutic endoscopy. Specimen area was calculated by the formula: S = (a + b)/2 × (c + d)/2, (a and b represent the maximum and minimum values of the length diameter, respectively, while c and d represent the maximum and minimum values of the width diameter, respectively). En bloc resection was defined as resection of the lesion by an entire specimen, while complete resection/R0 resection was defined as an en bloc resection with neoplasia-free margins (both horizontal and vertical margins). Curative resection was pathologically defined as a complete resection with a differentiated carcinoma with \< 200 μm submucosal invasion and no lympho-vascular invasion.

Intraoperative bleeding was defined as blood volume \> 50 mL and bleeding that could be effectively stopped in ESTD procedure. Postoperative bleeding was defined as the symptoms of hematemesis or/and melena, with hemoglobin levels being decreased by more than 20 g/L within 30 d after ESTD procedure\[[@B17]\]. Perforation was defined as a visible hole in the esophageal wall or the presence of subcutaneous emphysema, pneumothorax, mediastinal emphysema, or pneumoperitoneum.

Esophageal stricture was defined when the standard GIF-Q260J (Olympus) gastroscopy could not pass through the esophageal lumen and if the patient had dysphagia\[[@B18]\]. A positive margin was defined as the presence of a neoplastic cell in the horizontal or vertical margins. Residual tumor was defined as the presence of new tumor lesions in the primary resection site and its surrounding 1 cm area within 6 mo after ESTD. Tumor reoccurrence was defined as the presence of new tumor lesions in the primary resection site and its surrounding 1 cm area over 6 mo after ESTD.

Statistical analysis
--------------------

Continuous variables are represented by average ± SD and were compared by Student's *t*-test. Categorical variables are represented by the rate and evaluated by Pearson Chi square test or Fisher exact test (SPSS version 24.0, SPSS Inc, Armonk, NY, United States). *P*-value \< 0.05 indicated statistical significance.

RESULTS
=======

Baseline characteristics of patients
------------------------------------

A total of 355 superficial esophageal patients underwent endoscopic treatments from March 1, 2013 to May 1, 2017, of which 66 patients were excluded for the following reasons: (1) Adenocarcinoma (*n* = 15); (2) EMR procedure (*n* = 10) or ESD procedure (*n* = 27); (3) incomplete lesion data (*n* = 6); and (4) lost to follow-up (*n* = 8), as shown in Figure [1](#F1){ref-type="fig"}. The demographic data are shown in Table [1](#T1){ref-type="table"}. The average age of the patients was 61.39 ± 8.07 years with a male/female ratio of 2.17 (213/98). The lesions were mainly located in the middle third of the esophagus (64.31%). Thirty-one circumferential lesions were included in the final analysis (Table [1](#T1){ref-type="table"}). The most common preoperative histological type was HGIN, as shown in Table [2](#T2){ref-type="table"}.

###### 

Baseline characteristics of 311 lesions treated with endoscopic submucosal tunnel dissection *n* (%)

  **Category**            **ESTD (*n* = 311)**
  ----------------------- ----------------------
  Sex, male/female        213/98
  Age, yr, mean (range)   61.4 ± 8.1 (40-83)
  Tumor location          
  Upper third             24 (7.72)
  Middle third            200 (64.31)
  Lower third             87 (27.97)
  Paris classification    
  0-I                     18 (5.79)
  0-IIa                   111 (35.69)
  0-IIb                   94 (30.23)
  0-IIc                   35 (11.25)
  0-IIa-IIc               50 (16.08)
  0-III                   3 (0.96)
  Circumferential level   
  ≤ 1/4                   11 (3.54)
  ≤ 1/2                   163 (52.41)
  ≤ 3/4                   65 (20.90)
  ≤ 7/8                   41 (13.18)
  ≤ 1                     31 (9.97)

ESTD: Endoscopic submucosal tunnel dissection.

###### 

Pre-endoscopic submucosal tunnel dissection and post-endoscopic submucosal tunnel dissection pathology *n* (%)

  **Pathology**   **Pre-ESTD**   **Post-ESTD**   **Pre-ESTD and Post-ESTD coincidence**
  --------------- -------------- --------------- ----------------------------------------
  Inflammation    0              3 (0.96)        0
  LGIN            67 (21.54)     43 (13.83)      36 (11.57)
  HGIN            159 (51.13)    52 (16.72)      37 (11.90)
  M1              74 (23.79)     74 (23.79)      18 (5.79)
  M2              11 (3.54)      47 (15.11)      3 (0.96)
  M3              0              51 (16.40)      0
  SM1             0              23 (7.40)       0
  \> SM1          0              18 (5.79)       0

ESTD: Endoscopic submucosal tunnel dissection; LGIN: Low-grade intraepithelial neoplasia; HGIN: High-grade intraepithelial neoplasia; M1: Carcinoma in situ; M2: Carcinoma infiltrated to laminae propria; M3: Carcinoma infiltrated to muscularis mucosae; SM1: Submucosal invasion \< 200 μm; SM2: Submucosal invasion \> 200 μm.

Treatment outcomes and complications
------------------------------------

Three hundred eleven lesions were successfully resected from 289 patients. The average specimen area was 14.1 ± 3.6 cm^2^, the mean procedure time was 102.4 ± 35.3 min, and the mean dissection speed was 18.6 ± 2.1 mm^2^/min. A total of 308 (308/311) lesions were resected by en bloc (99.04%), of which 49 were diagnosed with horizontal or vertical margin involvement by pathological evaluation; thus, the R0 resection rate was 81.28% (259/311). Twelve patients were diagnosed with lympho-vascular invasion (3.86%), of which five were combined with positive margin. We evaluated the invasion depth under microscopy and observed that seven lesions had a submucosal invasion deeper than 200 μm. As a result, the curative resection rate was 78.46% (244/311). After post-ESTD pathological evaluation, three patients were diagnosed with residual cancer in horizontal margin and 12 in vertical margin, of which five patients had vascular invasion. Another seven patients simply showed vascular invasion. All of the 22 patients were recommended an additional surgery. Finally, 17 patients underwent surgery, while the other five refused and were closely observed. The mean hospitalization stay was 10.3 ± 2.8 d, while the average hospitalization expense was 3766.5 ± 846.5 dollars (Table [3](#T3){ref-type="table"}).

###### 

Endoscopic submucosal tunnel dissection procedure characteristics *n* (%)

  **Category**                                  **ESTD (*n* = 311)**
  --------------------------------------------- ----------------------
  Specimen area, cm^2^, mean ± SD               14.1 ± 3.6
  Tumor width diameter, cm, mean ± SD           3.1 ± 0.6
  Tumor length diameter, cm, mean ± SD          4.2 ± 0.9
  Procedure time, min, mean ± SD                102.4 ± 35.3
  Dissection speed, mm^2^/ min, mean ± SD       18.6 ± 2.1
  En bloc resection                             308 (99.04)
  R0 resection                                  259 (81.28)
  Curative resection                            244 (78.46)
  Hospitalization day, d, mean ± SD             10.3 ± 2.8
  Hospitalization expense, dollars, mean ± SD   3766.5 ± 846.5

ESTD: Endoscopic submucosal tunnel dissection.

After ESTD procedure, 30 patients had postoperative infection, of which 29 were pulmonary infection, and one was urinary-tract infection. All of the infections were cured by intravenous infusion of antibiotics. Moreover, 20 (6.43%) patients had intra-operative bleeding, and five patients had postoperative bleeding. All of these patients underwent endoscopic hemostasis, and no severe complications with regard to bleeding were observed. Six patients had esophageal perforation and were cured by conservative treatment. Forty-six patients had postoperative esophageal stricture, of which 36 (78.26%) underwent an average of 4.1 (2-19 times) endoscopic balloon dilations in a mean follow-up time of 20.2 mo. In addition, the dysphagia was almost relieved (Table [4](#T4){ref-type="table"}), while the other 10 patients with obstinate stenosis were further managed by receiving endoscopic balloon dilatation every 2 wk till dysphagia was relieved.

###### 

Endoscopic submucosal tunnel dissection-related complications *n* (%)

  **Category**                     **ESTD (*n* = 311)**
  -------------------------------- ----------------------
  Post-operative infection         30 (9.65)
  Bleeding                         
  Intraoperative bleeding          20 (6.43)
  Postoperative bleeding           5 (1.61)
  Muscular injury                  98 (31.51)
  Perforation                      6 (1.93)
  Esophageal stricture             46 (14.79)
  Positive margin                  
  Horizontal margin                35 (11.25)
  Vertical margin                  10 (3.22)
  Horizontal and vertical margin   4 (1.29)
  Lymphovascular invasion          12 (3.86)

ESTD: Endoscopic submucosal tunnel dissection.

Pathology analysis
------------------

We analyzed the pathological change between pre-ESTD biopsies and post-ESTD specimens and observed that HGIN accounted for 51.13% (159/311) of pre-ESTD biopsies, while in post-ESTD pathology, superficial invasive carcinoma accounted for 44.70% (139/311). The pre-ESTD and post-ESTD coincidence rate was 30.23% (94/311). Also, 50.21% (117/233) of HGIN and M1 lesions had a pathological upgrade after ESTD to superficial invasive carcinoma.

DISCUSSION
==========

This study evaluated the efficacy and complications of ESTD in 289 patients with 311 esophageal mucosal lesions. ESTD is a new technique developed from ESD and tunnel endoscopy. There are currently few studies that have reported the efficacy and complications of ESTD in large samples. Gan *et a*l\[[@B13]\] reported endoscopic submucosal multi-tunnel dissection (ESMTD) for seven circumferential lesions, in which all patients achieved R0 resection but suffered from esophageal stricture. Huang et al\[[@B10]\] compared the efficacy and complication rate between ESD and ESTD using a propensity score matching analysis and observed that ESTD can improve procedure efficacy and reduce injury to muscular layer due to a better view, more efficient vessel coagulation, and longer lasting submucosal liquid cushion. In our previous ESD procedure, we observed that the dissected mucosa shrank and blocked the lumen, making it difficult to obtain a clear view. While ESTD can avoid this obstacle by creating a submucosal tunnel, when therapeutic endoscopy enters the submucosal tunnel, it will acquire a clear operative view to facilitate observation of the submucosal vessels and muscular layer, thereby reducing the bleeding and perforation rate. For this reason, it is especially appropriate for large mucosal lesions\[[@B11]\]. Zhai et al\[[@B19]\] obtained similar findings and noted that ESTD is indicated when (1) lesions do not invade deeper than sm1 and have no evidence of lymph node metastasis and (2) the lesion's circumference level ≥ 1/3 or the diameter ≥ 2 cm.

The reported en bloc and R0 resection rates of ESTD were 97.8% (92%-100%) and 85.6%(81.8%-100%), which are similar to our study outcomes. However, our curative resection rate was 78.46% (244/311), mainly because we included large mucosal lesions. Also, 44.05% (137/311) of our lesions had a circumference level \> 1/2, which may increase the risk of incomplete resection. Patients' mean hospitalization stay was 10.3 ± 2.8 d, which is closely related to less hospitalization expenses (3766.5 ± 846.5 dollars) compared with surgical treatment.

We evaluated the post-ESTD specimens' pathological features and observed that 50.21% (117/233) of HGIN and M1 lesions upgraded to superficial invasive carcinoma after ESTD. Several reasons might contribute to this: First, the heavier the lesion and the wider its range, the poorer the representativeness of the pre-ESTD biopsy. In large or multifocal lesions, even if multiple biopsies are taken, it is difficult to represent the whole picture of the lesion. Moreover, the esophagus wall is thin; thus, too deeply drawn or frequent biopsies will lead to bleeding, perforation, and other biopsy-related complications. Therefore, we think that the reference significance of preoperative biopsy requires further evaluation and should be combined with iodine staining, narrow band imaging with magnifying endoscopy (ME-NBI), and radiological examination.

Postoperative infection, bleeding, and perforation are common in ESD procedure. Previous studies reported the bleeding and perforation rates of ESD to be 0-6% and 1.7%-4.0%\[[@B20]-[@B22]\], respectively. In our study, the total bleeding rate and perforation rate associated with ESTD were 8.04% and 1.93%, respectively. The significant bleeding that needs postoperative hemostatic treatment is relatively low (1.61%), indicating that ESTD is a safe treatment method for superficial esophageal squamous cell carcinoma and precancerous lesions. Thirty (9.65%) patients had postoperative infection. There are no available studies that have reported on post-ESD infection, although it is relatively common especially for the elderly. We speculate that the infection is caused by the patient hypoimmunity and the history of previous pulmonary disease or inhalation pneumonia related to anesthesia; however, further studies are needed to confirm this etiology.

Esophageal stricture and positive margin are serious complications of ESTD procedure, and the incidence rates found in our study were 14.79% (46/311) and 15.76% (49/311), respectively. It was reported that the circumference level and the area of the lesion are risk factors for esophageal stricture\[[@B23],[@B24]\]. The incidence rate of esophageal stricture in patients with circumference level \> 3/4 is above 70%-90%\[[@B25],[@B26]\]. When the lesion area is large enough, the artificial esophageal ulcer causes excess absence of epithelial cells and results in fibrous repair in the submucosa\[[@B27]\], which is the primary cause of esophageal stricture. To prevent esophageal stricture, the administration of steroids is useful, as previously reported\[[@B28],[@B29]\], while endoscopic balloon dilation and esophageal stent implantation can also be options\[[@B30],[@B31]\]. For positive margin, previous studies reported its incidence after ESD to be 3%-17%\[[@B18],[@B32],[@B33]\]. Wen reported that the lesion area and invasion depth are risk factors of positive margin\[[@B33]\], and hypothesized that a greater lesion area and deeper invasion level corresponded to higher positive rates of the incisal margin. When treating large and multiple lesions, the risk of positive margin is relatively high, and thus accurate preoperative labeling and intraoperative complete resection are important. There are no standard guidelines to address positive margin after endoscopic resection; therefore, we recommended additional surgery for all patients in our study with positive basal margin, horizontal margin carcinoma involvement, and vascular invasion; however, several patients refused and entered the follow-up cohort. No residual or recurrent tumor was observed during the follow-up period.

The present study is the largest sample research of ESTD technique to date, and our observation indicators are complete, the follow-up period is long, the results are credible, and there is strong reference significance in clinical work. Moreover, our study also performed a detailed evaluation of postoperative pathology and emphasized its guiding role in the postoperative management of the patients. However, this study has several limitations. Firstly, this was a retrospective study and thus has inherent case selection bias. Secondly, this was a single center study; therefore, the operation level of ESTD in this study cannot be fully represented in whole.

In conclusion, ESTD for superficial esophageal squamous cell carcinoma and precancerous lesions is effective and safe, exhibiting high en bloc resection rate as well as low bleeding and perforation rates. When using ESTD to resect large mucosal lesions, the incidence of postoperative esophageal stricture and positive margin is high, and thus other effective preventative measures should be considered. We also observed that preoperative biopsies cannot represent the whole specimen, while half of the biopsies' pathology upgraded after ESTD procedure; therefore, the choice of therapy cases should be made cautiously before ESTD.

ARTICLE HIGHLIGHTS
==================

Research background
-------------------

Endoscopic submucosal dissection (ESD) is becoming the standard treatment for early gastrointestinal cancers, as it has a higher en bloc resection rate and a lower recurrence rate than endoscopic mucosal resection (EMR). However, when treating large mucosal lesions, ESD always faces many difficulties, such as multiple submucosal injections times, long procedure time, and low complete resection rate. To overcome these difficulties, a modified technique named endoscopic submucosal tunnel dissection (ESTD) has been proposed. Compared with ESD, ESTD could reduce the number of submucosal injections, shorten the procedure time, increase the resection speed, and reduce the injury of the muscular layer. However, there are no studies that verify the feasibility of ESTD in superficial esophageal squamous cell carcinoma (ESCC) and precancerous lesions in a large sample.

Research motivation
-------------------

To our knowledge, the present study is the largest sample research of ESTD technique to date, and our observation indicators are complete, the follow-up period is long, the results are credible, and there is strong reference significance in clinical work.

Research objectives
-------------------

This study aims to evaluate the clinical outcomes of patients who underwent ESTD for ESCC and precancerous lesions.

Research methods
----------------

ESTD was performed in 289 patients with 311 lesions. The clinical outcomes of the patients and pathological features of the lesions were retrospectively reviewed.

Research results
----------------

A total of 311 lesions were included. The en bloc rate, complete resection rate, and curative resection rate were 99.04%, 81.28%, and 78.46%, respectively. The ESTD procedure time was 102.4 ± 35.1 min, the mean hospitalization time was 10.3 ± 2.8 d, and the average expenditure was 3766.5 ± 846.5 dollars. The intraoperative bleeding rate, postoperative bleeding rate, the perforation rate, and the postoperative infection rate were 6.43%, 1.61%, 1.93%, and 9.65%, respectively. Esophageal stricture and positive margin were severe adverse events, with an incidence rate of 14.79% and 15.76%, respectively. No tumor recurrence occurred during the follow-up period.

Research conclusions
--------------------

ESTD for ESCC and precancerous lesions is feasible and relatively safe, but the rates of esophageal stricture and positive margin are high for large mucosal lesions.

Research perspectives
---------------------

The present study is a retrospective study to describe the general characteristics of ESTD. In the future, case control studies and prospective studies are considered necessary to evaluate further the feasibility and safety of ESTD for treating ESCC and precancerous lesions.
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